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The Covid-19 pandemic that spread quickly around the world after emerging in the city of Wuhan in December 2019 has been hard 

for many and extremely tragic for some. As of September 4, 2020 there were 26.5m cases worldwide and almost 900,000 people 

had succumbed to the virus. Unofficially, both figures are expected to be much higher, with the lack of testing and diagnosis in some 

parts of the world preventing a fully accurate picture from emerging. What is clear, however, is that the many social and economic 

challenges brought about by the pandemic have had profound effects on how we are living and conducting business around the world. 

One extraordinary statistic I am struck by is that as of early April 2020 more than half the global population – some 3.9bn people 

– was under partial or total lockdown. This demonstrates the global nature of the challenge that all governments faced in those 

early months. However, in the face of the pandemic, some governments have clearly been more successful than others, with the 

often shambolic messaging emerging from capital cities in the West serving to highlight the efficiency with which other countries, 

particularly those in the Gulf, have managed the crisis. 

By early April 2020 
more than half the 
global population 

was under partial or 
total lockdown

At what capacity is your company currently operating?
Regional average
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THE CURRENT PICTURE
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SWIFT RESPONSE

61% are satisfied or very satisfied with their 
government’s economic response to the pandemic

How satisfied are you with your government’s economic response to the pandemic?
Regional average

26%

35%

24%

Very unsatisfiedUnsatisfiedNeutralSatisfiedVery satisfied Do not know or N/A

7%

7%

1%

Perception lags behind reality when it comes to many of 

the “Yellow Slice” markets that Oxford Business Group 

covers, while reality often falls far short of perception for 

some developed markets during a crisis. In the UK, for 

example, the litany of botched government messaging 

and sluggish reaction times, not to mention the delayed 

rollout of a usable contact-tracing app compares unfa-

vourably with Gulf countries, where swift and decisive 

measures resulted in some of the world’s lowest case-fa-

tality rates. Technology was quickly harnessed across 

the Gulf as robots were rolled out to disinfect public 

places, and artificial intelligence and facial-recognition 

software were leveraged to ensure lockdown guidelines 

were being followed. Countries in the region were also 

swift to roll out contact-tracing apps, such as BeAware in 

Bahrain, Al Hosn in the UAE and Tabaud in Saudi Arabia. 

Meanwhile, the UAE quickly prioritised testing in line 

with World Health Organisation guidelines and today 

boasts one of the highest testing rates in the world. 

Local businesses across the Gulf, as well as those around 

the globe, also had to react quickly in order to survive. 

According to the many conversations I had with business 

leaders over the past several months, this swift reac-

tion was enabled by the level of coordination between 

different authorities and stimulus efforts to bolster the 

local economy. In OBG’s Gulf Covid-19 CEO Survey, 61% 

of respondents are satisfied or very satisfied with their 

government’s economic response to the pandemic.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-britain-hometests/exclusive-uks-home-testing-dogged-by-delays-undermining-push-to-reduce-virus-transmission-idUSKCN24P0RO
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-britain-hometests/exclusive-uks-home-testing-dogged-by-delays-undermining-push-to-reduce-virus-transmission-idUSKCN24P0RO
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-britain-hometests/exclusive-uks-home-testing-dogged-by-delays-undermining-push-to-reduce-virus-transmission-idUSKCN24P0RO
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/gcc-states-ease-covid-19-lockdowns-and-accelerate-digitalisation
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/gcc-states-ease-covid-19-lockdowns-and-accelerate-digitalisation
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/gcc-states-ease-covid-19-lockdowns-and-accelerate-digitalisation
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/gcc-states-ease-covid-19-lockdowns-and-accelerate-digitalisation
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/gcc-states-ease-covid-19-lockdowns-and-accelerate-digitalisation
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/tracking-and-testing-key-bahrain-s-covid-19-e-health-strategy
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/tracking-and-testing-key-bahrain-s-covid-19-e-health-strategy
http://, 
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/abu-dhabi-enhances-its-reputation-medical-innovation-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/abu-dhabi-enhances-its-reputation-medical-innovation-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/abu-dhabi-enhances-its-reputation-medical-innovation-during-covid-19-pandemic


DIGITAL TRANSITION

NoYes

Remote working/meetings Investment in automation 
software/hardware

Use of cloud-based technology Digitalisation of revenue 
channels/services

Adoption of contactless 
technology

Do not know or N/A Other

90%

36% 34% 29%

31%

3%%3%3% %5%5%

What is also clear is that the many efforts to strengthen digital infrastructure and digital 

literacy in recent years facilitated a very quick transition to remote and online working 

and education delivery. Some 90% of businesses we surveyed across the region have 

implemented remote working and meeting protocols as a result of Covid-19. 

Which digital transformation measures has your company implemented as a result of Covid-19?
Regional average

90% have implemented remote working/
meetings as a result of Covid-19
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Full time More than 1 day per week No1 day per week Less than 3 days per month Do not know or N/A

It is likely that in many cases this new model is here to stay, with 42% of respondents 

indicating that they are planning to retain remote working as part of their company’s policy. 

Are you planning to retain remote working as part of your company’s policy?
Regional average

DIGITAL TRANSITION

42% are planning to retain 
remote working as part of 

their company’s policy



DIGITAL TRANSITION

This of course is set to have a profound impact on customer relationships, with half of 

respondents estimating that the pandemic will significantly or very significantly change 

the way in which they communicate with their clients.

50% say the 
pandemic will 

significantly or 
very significantly 

change the way 
they communicate 

and interact 
with clients and 

customers

To what extent will the pandemic permanently change the way in which you 
communicate and interact with your clients and customers?
Regional average

35%

15%

37%

Very insignificantlyInsignificantlyModeratelySignificantlyVery significantly Do not know 
or N/A

10%

2%

2%
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SUPPLY CHAINS & LOCALISATION

8

With the pandemic taking hold at the beginning of the year, global supply chains were disrupted as a result of restricted international transport services. Roughly 83% of respondents to our survey say the pandemic 

has led to supply chain delays ranging from days to months.

27.8

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Do not know
 or N/A

Total shutdownLong delays 
(months)

Short delays
(days or weeks)

No e�ect

How has Covid-19 affected supply chains in your sector?
Regional average

83% say 
Covid-19 

has delayed 
supply 

chains in 
their sector 

https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/impact-covid-19-global-supply-chains


However, this is likely to lead to a renewed focus on localisation, which dovetails with the pre-existing plans of Gulf countries to diversify their economies towards more sustainable models while providing 

private sector employment for citizens. Around 31% of CEOs are likely or very likely to relocate their supply chains more locally, in response to the crisis, while a similar proportion say the ongoing crisis is 

likely or very likely to boost local industry and manufacturing in their country or market.

17%

Very likely

14%

Likely

21%

Somewhat unlikely

15%

Unlikely

17%

Very unlikely

17%

Do not know or N/A

SUPPLY CHAINS & LOCALISATION

31% are likely or very likely to relocate their supply chains more 
locally, in response to disruptions in global supply chains during 

the Covid-19 pandemic

How likely are you to relocate your supply chains more locally, in response to disruptions in global supply chains during the Covid-19 pandemic?
Regional average
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https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/position-strength-efforts-diversify-and-shift-knowledge-based-economy-encourage-infrastructure
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/position-strength-efforts-diversify-and-shift-knowledge-based-economy-encourage-infrastructure
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 How likely is the ongoing crisis to boost local industry and manufacturing in your country/local market?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Very likely Likely Very unlikelySomewhat likely Unlikely Do not know or N/A

Bahrain

Oman

Saudi Arabia

Kuwait

Regional average

Qatar

UAE

SUPPLY CHAINS & LOCALISATION

33% say the ongoing crisis is likely or very likely to boost local 
industry and manufacturing in their country/local market



0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Very significantly Significantly Very insignificantlyModerately Insignificantly Do not know or N/A

How will oil prices impact economic recovery in your sector?
Regional average

A very significant factor to economic recovery that must be mentioned is oil prices. The region has been hit 

by the twin challenges of Covid-19 and the rapid drop in oil prices seen in March and April, brought about by 

falling demand for energy worldwide as a result of planes being grounded and businesses shuttered. In April 

the price of Brent crude dipped below $20 a barrel for the first time in 18 years, although as of early Sep-

tember 2020 the price had recovered to $44. The broader economic recovery, however, will in part depend 

on global energy demand, with 67% of CEOs saying that oil prices will significantly or very significantly impact 

recovery in their sector.

ROAD TO RECOVERY

67% expect oil prices 
will significantly or very 

significantly impact 
recovery
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ROAD TO RECOVERY

Moving forwards, business and consumer sentiment is going to be another important factor as authorities look to get economies moving again, fuelled by household and corporate spending. As we 

move into the next phase of the pandemic the outlook is cautiously optimistic in the region, with offices now opening up and tourism, for example, in Dubai gradually beginning to start up again. Of 

those we questioned, 73% expect their company to be operating above 60% by September.

21%

52%

81-100%61-80%41-60%21-40%0-20%

14%

11%

2% 73% expect their 
company to 

operate above 
60% capacity by 
September 2020

At what capacity do you expect your company to operate by September 2020?
Regional average

https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/can-mena-medical-tourism-rebound-covid-19


About OBG CEO Surveys
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This survey has been designed to assess business sentiment among business leaders (Chief 

Executives or equivalent) and their outlook in light of Covid-19. 

For this special edition, the survey was conducted online by OBG staff, across the full range of 

industries, company sizes and functional specialties. The results are anonymous. 

This Gulf Covid-19 CEO Survey is based on more than 100 responses from companies with the 

following parameters, among others: 

• 18.4% of companies surveyed were from the UAE

• 16.5% of companies surveyed were from Bahrain

• 14.6% of companies surveyed were from Saudi Arabia

• 14.6% of companies surveyed were from Oman

• 12.6% of companies surveyed were from Qatar

• 11.7% of companies surveyed were from Kuwait

• 11.7% of companies surveyed were from other countries in the region

The data generated allows for analysis of sentiment within an individual country, as well as 

regionally and globally. Additionally, comparisons can be drawn between both individual coun-

tries and regionally. The results are presented statistically within infographics and discussed in 

articles written by OBG Managing Editors. OBG provides this survey, infographics and accompa-

nying analysis from sources believed to be reliable, for information purposes only. OBG accepts 

no responsibility for any loss, financial or otherwise, sustained by any person or organisation 

using it. 

For further information on the content of the survey, please contact: Billy FitzHerbert, Regional 

Editor for the Middle East, at bfitzherbert@oxfordbusinessgroup.com. Should you wish to 

reproduce any element of this survey, infographics and accompanying analysis, please con-

tact mdeblois@oxfordbusinessgroup.com. Any unauthorised reproduction will be consid-

ered an infringement of the Copyright. For further details about OBG and how to subscribe 

to our widely acclaimed business intelligence publication, please visit www.oxfordbusiness-

group.com.




